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THE FAILURE OF AMERICANS AS ATHLETES. 

BY CHAS. E. WOODRUFF. 



The wonderful victories of the American team in the 1906 
Olympic Games, at Athens, have given a false idea as to the 
effect of this climate upon the athletic ability of the people, and 
it is important that the true conditions be known. As a matter 
of fact, the team, though it might be called a typically " Ameri- 
can" crowd of all nations, really included among the winners 
very few native-born Americans of long residence. Martin J. 
Sheridan, who won the most points, was born in Ireland; Hugo 
Friend, third in the running broad jump, was born in Bohemia; 
L. Eobertson, second in the standing high jump and third in 
the standing broad jump, was born in Scotland; and W. G. 
Frank, third in the Marathon race, is a native of Germany. 

Of the native-born, the majority of the families are of short 
residence and should be really classed with the foreign-born, as 
their ancestors had so recently arrived in America. For instance, 
W. H. Kerrigan, third in the running high jump, was born of 
Irish and English parents; Archie Hahn, winner of the 100- 
metre sprint, was born of a German father and a native-born 
mother of Welsh parentage; Jas. D. Lightbody, winner of the 
1,500-metre run and second in the 800-metre run, has a Scotch 
father and a native-born mother of Welsh parentage; C. M. 
Daniels, winner of the 100-metre swim, is native-born of the 
second generation, his grandfathers having been Scotch and 
Welsh ; Edward C. Glover, third in the pole vault, is native-bom 
of the second generation, his grandparents coming from Wales 
and Scotland; Bay C. Ewry, winner of the standing broad and 
high jumps, is of the third generation, two great-grandparents 
being foreign-born; F. E. Moulton, second in the 100-metre 
sprint is a native-born Kansan of the fifth generation; and B. 
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G. Leavitt, winner of the 110-metre hurdle, is a New-Englander 
of the ninth generation from England. 

I have not received replies from the following, but I would 
presume from their names that they are mostly foreign-born or 
of foreign-born parents: Meyer Prinstein, winner of the running 
broad jump ; Thomas P. Cronin, third in the hop-step-and-jump ; 
George V. Bonhag, winner of the 1,500-metre walk, and P. H. 
Pilgrim, winner of the 400 and 800 metre runs. 

Now, what is the reason for this comparative absence of the 
old American families from the winners? The new element is 
only about half of our population, but it seems to monopolize 
athletics. If we omit the winners who were foreign-bom or of 
foreign-born parents or grandparents, Americans of old families 
won only the second in the 100-metre sprint and first in the 110- 
metre hurdle. Even our professional baseball-players and pugi- 
lists, as a class, are noted for the fact that they are generally 
foreign-born or of foreign parentage. On the other hand, we 
entered only 43 of the 901 contestants at Athens, yet we won 11 
victories in 34 events, and got 75 1/6 points of the total 216. 
Why does this short residence in America develop or stimulate 
athletic ability if decay follows in another generation or two? 
Americans have long been known to hold all records for short, 
sharp contests requiring an enormous expenditure of energy in 
a short time, but are woefully beaten, as a rule, in contests of 
sustained effort. We have many men who can sprint a hundred 
yards, but an American crew seldom wins on the Thames. 

The explanation of these curious contradictions is found in 
that nervousness which is characteristic of Americans — a nerv- 
ousness which is at the basis of the strenuous life for. which we 
are noted, but which, in its turn, causes deplorable results not 
seen in the normal phlegmatic nervous system abroad. American 
laborers begin to decay at thirty-five, so that employers rarely 
want men over forty. Arteric-sclerosis, that disease of the ar- 
teries of which we hear so much, and which is due to excessive 
strain and increased blood pressure, is now known to affect 
Americans more than Europeans. It is even said that we are 
all "old" at sixty — that is, we have, at that age, the physique 
of Europeans of seventy, though of course there are exceptions 
to the rule. We find men retiring from business, broken at fifty- 
five to sixty, while abroad the loads are carried until sixty-five 
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or seventy, or longer. In America, young men are always nerv- 
ously forging to the front, but in Europe the aged hold on to 
the management of affairs. 

This nervous instability, so characteristic of America, has nu- 
merous causes, and is found in British colonies similarly situated, 
such as New Zealand and Australia, but not nearly to so great 
an extent in Canada. Its explanation is found in the fact that 
the physique of the different races of men differs so as to suit 
them to the climates where they were evolved by nature's selective 
process. Acclimatization is not possible if the new climate is 
markedly different from the natural one. My own investigations 
have been in the direction of proving the use of but one of man's 
characteristics — the pigmentation of the skin; and they leave no 
doubt that the coloration of the eyes, hair and skin is designed to 
protect the delicate organism from light, which is now known 
to be very harmful if in excessive amounts, and one of the nu- 
merous causes of American nervousness. 

For this reason migration from northern to southern lati- 
tudes is found to be very stimulating. The excessive light prods 
the nervous system to do more lhan it should, and in time such 
constant stimulation is followed by irritability and finally by 
exhaustion. In the tropics, the period of energy lasts but a few 
months, when more or less exhaustion comes on, sometimes so 
severe as to require a change to cooler and darker climates. But 
when the climate is no further south than Italy, Spain or the 
centre of the United States, it requires several generations to 
show results of exhaustion. In the mean time, the American is 
able to exert himself enormously for short periods, but he cannot 
sustain the effort. 

There is also some unexplained reason why cold, dark, north- 
ern climates pull the nervous system together, to enable it to 
perform feats of endurance. This is beautifully shown in the 
number of points won by the various national teams: 

America 75 1/0 Germany 7 2/3 

Great Britain and Colonies. 41 Finland 6 

Sweden 28 France 5 1/3 

Greece 27 1/2 Italy 3 

Hungary 13 Belgium 1 1/3 

Austria 8 

Allowance must be made for the fact that Greece had an enor- 
mous number of entries, and Belgium few, and that the English 
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colonies have the same nervousness as Americans. After making 
such allowances, it is found that the far north of Europe won 
more than the south — that is, the greatest athletes for endurance 
came from north of 45 degrees of latitude. The winner of the 
Marathon race, for instance, came from Canada, where there 
are many other phenomenal long-distance runners. The second 
and fourth were Swedes, and the third was an American born 
in Germany, the fifth was a Greek and the sixth an Austrian. 
The most phenomenal long-distance runner at present is a Ca- 
nadian Indian, for not only was he benefited by the cold air, but 
physically he is adjusted to his climatic environment. The five- 
mile run shows the same fact, the winners being, in order, Eng- 
lish, Swede, Irish, Swede, American, Italian, and Australian. 

The athletic pentathlon shows the same order in endurance. 
It included jumping, throwing, running and wrestling, and the 
winners were from Sweden, Hungary, Sweden, Finland, Amer- 
ica, and Sweden, respectively. 

What a contrast to these endurance tests are the events requir- 
ing a quick nervousness which is positively a sign of abnormality 
— the result of living in a southern climate for a few years or a 
few generations. In the 100-metre sprint, the winners were an 
American of the second generation, an American of the fifth 
generation, an Australian, and the fourth and fifth were also 
Americans, one of whom was born in Scotland. The 110-metre 
hurdle was won by an American of the ninth generation, an 
Australian, and a German. The 400-metre run was won by an 
American (Pilgrim), an Englishman, and an Australian; the 
800-metre run, by an American (Pilgrim), an American (Light- 
body) of Scotch and Welsh parentage, and an Englishman; but 
in the 1,500-metre run, where more endurance is required, the 
winners were an American (Lightbody), a Scotchman, a Swede, 
an Australian, and two Americans (J. P. Sullivan and George 
Bonhag) of foreign parentage or foreign-born. 

In the various jumping and throwing events another element 
enters, to modify the nervous energy needed for a spurt. These 
tests require a large frame and great musculature, both of which 
deteriorate in old American families. Consequently, the win- 
ners, if American, were foreign-born or of foreign parentage, 
and the foreign winners are from the north of Europe as a rule. 
The stature and musculature of Europeans decrease from north 
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to south, so that the south of Europe had exceedingly few winners 
in such events. 

The ethnic types among the American victors are of scientific 
interest. Friend, Kerrigan, Hahn and Frank belong to the 
Alpine type — medium height, rather dark, with broad heads. 
Lightbody, Ewry, Moulton and Daniels are of the Baltic type — 
tall blonds with long heads. Robertson and Glover are of the 
Scotch, tall, dark type, with long head, while Leavitt seems to 
be of the old English dark type. That is, the light types, being 
more damaged by the climate, are in the minority, and, except- 
ing one, they are not of the old stock. The dark types are less 
injured by the climate and are in the majority, but they are not 
of the old stock, and will, in their turn, drop out of athletics, 
to be replaced by families now migrating to our shores. 

Another important point is the absence of Southerners from 
this list of winners. The further south we reside, of course, the 
more disastrous is the climatic effect on athletic ability. 

All these facts must be taken to heart by those who think we 
are evolving a new type of humanity to be called the "Ameri- 
can " — a type fit to live anywhere from Florida to Alaska. Such 
a type is impossible. Nature is merely permitting the types 
fitted to each locality to survive, and she lets the others die off. 
Such an investigation sheds a flood of light on the present proc- 
ess, and enables us to predict the future. It also shows that, if 
America is to be at the front of civilization with the other ad- 
vanced nations, its blood must be constantly recruited from 
Northern Europe. Present migration is filling the land from the 
centre and south of Europe with types which, for some thousands 
of years, have been guided and directed by blonder immigrants 
from the north,— the real Arya of our philologists. Is there to 
be a similar course of events in America, as the surviving types 
settle into their natural strata? Is membership in some Society 
of Native Sons of something to indicate physical decadence of 
the family? And is the fact that one's recent ancestors were 
immigrants a proof of vigor not yet impaired by the climate? 
Are all of the oldest families really on the way to extinction by 
another kind of race-suicide, or, rather, homicide by climatic 
factors ? Athletic decay is the first step in the process of physical 
decline, as in the case of the Homeric Greeks. 

Chas. E. Wqodbukf. 



